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Baum and Plata: Learning disabilities: description, diagnosis or explanation?
This article explores the semantics of the
term, ""learning disabilities." As currently used,
the term often tends to reflect the professional
and/or personal interests of the user rather than
a concern for the respect and treatment of the
child so labeled. The authors suggest that if the
field were re-oriented toward learning how to
teach these children, it could, perhaps, evolve
as an instructional discipline with more
tangible benefits for the children, their teachers
and their parents.
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The term, learning disabilities, (LO) has become
literally a household term during the past 10·15 years. It
has become, through common usage, an acceptable part
o f the vernacular or common language of lay and
professional persons alike. The term is used descriptively
by some, diagnostically by o thers and as an after-the-fact
explanation by still others. The various meanings of the
term, learning disabilities, is the subject of this paper.
LO As Description
Educators, perhaps more extensively than o ther per·
sons or professional groups, employ the term, LO, to
describe the children whom they teach. Inasmuch as
learning disabled children are often grouped for in· l
structiona purposes, the term serves to describe the
group as well as each individual who comprises the group.
Grouping children for instructiona
l
purposes implies that
the children share one or more commonalit
ies
such as
chronologica
l
age, rate of learning, or interests, that will
contribute to effective group learning. Alth
ough many
group instructional practices have not been successful
with most LD children, the children themselves do share
in a number of educationally relevant desc riptions.
When compared with otner children of the same ages
and abi lityvels,
le
LD child
leren
differently,
arn
i.e., usually
more slowly, more inconsistently, more haphazard ly and
more inefficiently.
LD As Diagnosis
Psychologists and others concerned with identifyi ng
and specifyi ng the source of an LD child's failing typically
use a battery of test ins truments to study the child and to
pinpoint the cause(s) of his failing. As the ch ild
progresses through the tasks. of the various tests, his
areas of strengths and weaknesses are observed .
For purposes of interpreting test results, the child's
performance is viewed thro ugh an info rmation-processing
model. In this model the chi ld is considered as a mini·
computer. The diagnostician controls what is input to the
computer and how it is input, either visually, auditorily, by
touch or in combination. He then studies the output o f the
computer to determine which central processing lune·
lions are Intact and which may be dysfunctioning.
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Since the central processing functions or psy·
chological processes of the child cannot be observed
directly, they mus t be inferred from the output furnished
by the child. In this manner the child's preferred mode o f
reception may be determined as well as his stronger or
pre ferred mode of expression .
Since the central processing functions of the child
are not available to direct observation , many theoretical
systems have been developed to explain what does or
does not function within the LO child. If. for example, a
child who has failed to learn to read throug h the traditional
approach were subjected to psychological testing, it is
likely that a number of test-related dysfunctions would be
identified. These may include the perceptual problems
such as visual, auditory, social or motor. Integration
problems was well as conceptual problems may also be in·
dlcated. Perhaps memory problems such as visual or
auditory sequen
al ti memory difficulty may also be ob·
served. In some cases the alleged dysfunctions may be at·
trlbuted to cross-modal transfer problems. This type of
meandering assumes there is something wrong with the
child. As processing dysfunctions are obServed through
test instruments, it is often assumed that these dysfunc·
lions are causing learning problems. Therefore, what
began as a problem in school learning - with some ob·
vlous Implications for teaching - ls often redefined as a
psychological problem very much the fault of the child .

LO As Explanation
The field of learning disabilities appears to have
emerged rather clearly from the accumulated knowledge
of brain-injured individuals. When one considers the symp.toms associated with brain injury and the symptoms of
many LO children, the overlap is striking and obvious.
However, the severity of the symptoms and the in·
terference of the symptoms with normal functioning is not
clearly d ifferentiated in the literature between the learning
disabled and the brain-injured. Many individuals with
known brain injury do not suffer learning disabilities. Also,
brain injury cannot be demonstrated in the vast majority of
children with learning disabilities. However, subtle brain
Injury or cerebral Insult is assumed to exist even through
it cannot be demonstrated diagnostically In many LO
children.
Recently, social scientists have observed that many
juvenile deli nquents are deficien t In the tool subjects of
reading, writing, spelling and computational arithmetic.
This observation Is not unique to the 1970's as the juvenile
delinquents of earlier decades were also noted for their
poor academic achievement. What is unique, however, is
the increasingly popular interpretation that LO is not only
related to juvenile delinquency but, in fact, may actually
cause it.
Many parents have seized upon the term, learni ng
disabilit ies, and its related terminology as an explanation
not only of the shortcomings of their children, but also of
their own shortcomings . It is not unusual to encounter
parents who have become somewhat expert in employing
the terminology of the field alter having learned it from
educators, psychologists, physicians, optometrists or
perhaps from articles in popular magazines. It is a par·
tlcularly strange phenomenon to observe lay persons em·
ploy
th
so convincingly in
highly
conversation that the listener may believe a known entity
Is being discussed. Such is simply not the truth. The ter·
minology used to depict the theoretical constructs
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assumed to be relevant in the field of learning disabilities
are not firmly supported by empirical data and certainly
are not fact.
Consensual Data Source
In order to determine ii a consensus of the meaning
of learning disabllllies exists or is imminent in the near
future, the authors consulted a data source not commonly
employed in educational investigations-the prefaces o f
standard texts on the subject. Most-but not all- authors
tend to reveal their views on the LO child and the
educatio nal alternatives they require in the preface o f
th eir books. The following are short sections extrac ted
from the prefaces of a collection of texts on learning
disabilities. Hopefully they will provide a concise and
clear view of the meaning of learning disabilities by the
various authors.
Although Kephart (1960) addressed his book to slow
learning children, a number of contemporary researchers
and writers have suggested that he had essentially
described the LO child before the term had been ad·
vocated and generally accepted by educators.
To most teachers, as well as parents, the slow learning child is a complete enigma. One day he learns
the classroom material to perfection; the next he
seems to have forgotten every bit of It. In one activity
he excels all the o ther children in the next he per·
forms like a two-year-old. His behavior is un·
predictable, and almost violent in its intensity. He is
happy to the Point of euphoria, bu t the next moment
he is sad to the point of depression (Kephart, 1960,
1971, p. v).
At the Institute for Language Disorders at North ·
w estern University, Johnson and Myklebust (1967)
describe their students with learning disabilities as
follows:
Some had deficiencies in learning to read , some In
learn
to spell or in acquiring the written word.
Many were aphasic or dyscalculi
c.
Most had deficits
affecting academic learning although some were
deficient in social perception, in ability to tell them ,
In distinguishing between right and left, in orien ·
talion and direction. Others could not judge d istance,
size, and speed or learn to use maps-though
otherwise there was no . impairment of intellect
(Johnson and Myklebust, 1967, p. xiii).
Frierson and Barbe (1967) describe learning disabled
children as:
... the child with special learning disabilities has
learning needs and problems similar to those of
children classllled In other categories, but Just as of·
ten he has problems. unique to his special deficit,
which may be perceptual, neurological,
chemicalbio
or other specific disorder (Frierson and Barbe, 1967,
p. vii).
Meyers and Hammill (1969) provide a somewhat dif·
lerent viewpoint in moving from a medical/neurological
approach toward a behavloralfinstructional viewpQint.
The medical orientation ultimately rests upon the
assumption that something is wrong with the child.
eoretical
It emphasizes
terminology his liabil
ities
and shortcomings,
Ignores his assets and strength s, and encourages
grouping children on the basis of their disabili ties .
An alternate approach, advocated by the authots,
views the so-called
in brain-<lamaged
ild
ch
with a

ing
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He is the brain damaged, the poor reader, the poor
behavioral frame o f reference and describes him as a
speller and the poor mathematician. In other words,
learner with a difference. The point is not that he
the learning disabled are a melange of c hildren with
learns poorly but that he learns d ifferently. A
a variety o f academic problems
. Clearly, all
o f these
behavioral description of his learning
style
dictates
children are not really
e alik in important elements,
the selection of appropriate instructional techniques
but they all fall wi1hin the scope of the learning spec iali
and mater
ls as no medical model can (Meyers and
ia
disability
How they will be grouped,
Hammill, 1969, p. v}.
viewed and o therwi se treated in the future remains
The pervasiveness of learning disabled children is
to be seen (Bryan and Bryan, 1975, pp. xiii ·xiv)
.
noted by Lerner (1971) in that it is usual to find a few in
Ross (1976) suggests, perhaps, that ed ucators are
every classroom.
overlook
an important source of in format ion in their at·
ing
A typical school c lass includes two or three children
tempting to understand the problems of learn ing disabled
who are des tined to become educational discards
child
unless their learning
dis
abi lities
are rec ognized ren.
and
At first these children were known as un ·
diagnosed and ways are found to help them learn. ug h c hildren
derachievers; then people seeking a cause for the
Altho
with learning disabilit ies are not
blind, many cannot see as normal c hild ren do;
problem spoke of minimal brain damage. Later,
although they are not deaf, many cannot lis ten or
when no brain damage could be demonst rated, the
phrase " minimal brain dysfunction" was coined.
hear normally;
ugaltho
h
they are neither retarded in
Most recently, the term "learning disability" has at·
mental development nor deprived of educat ional OP·
tained wide acceptance. The problem o f these
portuniti es, they cannot learn and many develop pery and social
children has been described as hyperactivity, im· ,
sona lit
d isturbances. Moreover, many of
pu lsivity distrac tibility o r short attention span.
these youngsters exhibit other behavioral c harac·
Labels such as "hyperactive c hild syndrome," ''perteristics which make them disrupti ve in the
ual handicap,"
cept
and "specific learning d isorder"
classroom and at home (Lerner, 1971, p. v}.
continue
to
have
currency.
The problems of the learn· lie
Other authors note the lack of consensual agreement
ing ·disabled child
in the areas of perception, aton this very important subject of c hildren with learn ing
tention, memory, association and information
disabilities.
proc essing. Psycho
is ts log
have investigated these
We do not think it possible to write a distinguished
to pics for many years, yet the results o f these in·
treatise on the subject of learning disabil ities at this
vestigations have rarely found their way into the
time, though many would yearn to write such a book
literature on learning d isabilities (Ross, 1976, pp. xi·
and even more to read it. There is no such thi ng as
xii).
pro fessional consensus on the subject because
there is so little in the way o f firm data to support a
Discussion
given point of view (McCarthy and McCarthy, 1971, p.
At least two major currents of thoug ht emerge from
xi}.
this c ursory investigation of authors' view s of LO. Fi rst,
Although he did not describe the learning disabled
children are seen as inefficient learners due to a
c hild in the preface to his book.• Gearhart (1973) did ad·
presumed
neurological dysfu nction within the child. The
dress the pick and choose, or cafeteria style, method of
child
may
be brain damaged, hyperactive, impulsive, c eptual
select
ing
ional
u ed cat
approaches for these child ren.
distractable, per
dysfunctio nal, or his disability
. . . in attempting to explain the variety of
may be specific in that he cannot read, write, spell or work
educational
approaches,
s y s t ems
and
arithmetic problems. However stated, the meaning of LO
methodolog ies ordinarily inc luded under the learn·
es "bi
umbrella
IIn this view is "something is wrong wit hin the chi ld." It is
," have repeatedly found it
Ing disa liti
the c hild who is responsible for his learning problems; and
necessary to utilize a number of texts and resources
if anyone is to be b lamed, it must be the c hild.
because all needed materials were no t availa
ble
in
The second current of thoug ht emphasizes the LO
any one volume (Gearhart, 1973, p. ix).
child's d ifferences as a learner rather than his liabilities as
Wallace and Kauffman (1973) deal w ith learning and
al
a chi Id. Rather than addressing labels and the categoric
behavioral problems rather than with the labels typically
concerns of special education, this approach emphasizes
used to describe unsuccessful learners.
the academic and social deficits of the child and specifies
the tasks which the child must learn . Rather than placing
Learning problems are defined in terms of specific
full responsibility on the child for his failure to learn, this
behavioral defic ils rather than in terms of non·
approach advocates a responsibility for learning shared
functional calegories or traditional
ial
spec
between the child, his teacher and the learning en·
educatio n labels. Principles of behavior
vironment . Some authors refer to this approach as
management and academic remediation are
described in understand able language and
behavioral. Regard less of its desig nation, the approach is
illustrated with examples drawn from the classroom.
c hlld
·oriented, positive, construc tive and continually
guided by an instructional strategy of "can do."
Early detec tion and good teaching are discussed as
primary facets of prevention of learning problems
This brief investigatioo has led to the same po larity of
(Wallace and Kauffman, 1973, p. iii).
thought one would glean from an investigation of the
research literature. That is, the field of LO after perhaps 15
Althoug h not alike in many respect s, they all come to
years of research, thought, and practice is still as
the attention of the teacher o f learning disabled
dren .chil
nebulous and as polarized as it was shortly after its in·
What the future holds for these children and how the
ception. Specialists,
nals pro fessio
and lay persons alike
educational system will deal with them is currently un·
use the termino
logy
of the field with ease and authority,
r in the views of Bryan and Bryan (1975).
clea
but what they actually mean w ith their verbage is often of
16
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doubtful value lo lhe teachers who mus t teach the se
child ren. This Is a c ritical issue in the field o f learning
disabilities.
Perhaps If the field were more oriented to the needs
of the teachers who must often struggle alone in trying to
meet the needs of these child ren, much of the nebulosity
of the field could be eliminated. If the crucial recipienls of
research and expert opinion were to be identified as the
" teacher," perhaps Grossman's (1974) observations of the
morale problems experienced by LD specialists
and the
;
considerable doubts they harbor concerning the validity
of their professional activities could be eliminated.
Perhaps ii more consideration were directed to the needs
of the teachers who live and w ork daily with LD children, a
unified front c ou ld be developed w ithin the fi eld and lhe
lull resources ot the field focused on the serious business
of educating the Chi ld who happens to be a d ilferent
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Athletics and art
Among thOse many th ings most of us do as well as we can-without once considering them as
acts of Intell
are
ige - nce
athletics and art. The nonathlete has long derided sports as the doltish.
domain of mental laggards and meatheads, but !here is at least inferential evidence lhat such surpassing motor skills are in the truest sense Intell
igent.
The finest sort of spatial and ki nesthetic in· ence
telllg
may not be limited to dance and sculpture but may also be tautly at work on a circus
tightrope, in the pert musc
ularity of an Olga Korbul, in the c rack of Hank Aaron's bat against
baseball, in the filly-yard "bomb" a Quarterback lays In the o utstretched arms or a racing flanker.
Human Intelligence. Jack Fincher. New York: G.P. Putnam's Sons. 1976. p. t33.
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